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THE SONS OF NORTH BRITAIN 

BY PHILLIPS BARRY, A.M. 

This ballad — known only from Nova Scotia tradition, yet cer- 
tainly of British origin — shows a survival of an ancient and wide- 
spread theme. 1 
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1. The sons of North Britain 



2. When they got there, the country to view, 
Surrounded by rambles on every side, — 
Going on a little further, they came to a grove, 
Where the leaves they did tremble, all seeming to move. 

3. When into those bushes lie those bloodthirsty hounds, 
They pointed their pieces where the two brothers stood, 
And putting in a bullet, right into their breasts, 

They rushed on their prey like some savaging beasts, 

4. To ramage their pockets, and take off their clothes, 
If not finding them dead, give them a few blows, — 
One expiring, and raising his head, 



5. "Cruel monisters, cruel monisters, what have you done this for? 
We're in search of our parents, and that with great care: 
Perhaps you may know them, — their name is Munroe, — 
They left us in Scotland seven long years ago. 

1 The Falher-and-Son Combat. 

* "Sons of North Britain," A, Folk-Songs of the North Atlantic States. Sung by A. C. 
(Boston, Mass.), native of Antigonish, N.S., where A. C. heard and learned the ballad as 
a child. 
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For the price of our passage they could not pay." 

7. "If you are my son," the old man he cried, 

"Tell me, who is that monister that lies by your side?" 
"It is my younger brother; the loss would be less, 
If I had but fallen alone. 

8. " Don't tell my aged mother, if she be alive, 

That we two were murdered, unless she would grieve." 
In saying these words, down dropped his head — 
The old man examined, and found they were dead. 

9. "O sons, O dear sons . . . 

We took you for others, a woful mistake, 

Which will make us go wretched, dear sons, for your sake." 1 

The story as here crudely told recalls the Conlaoch episode of the 
Cuchulain saga, as it appears in Irish manuscripts and is still current 
in Scottish-Gaelic folk-tales and hero-ballads. 2 

In this legend, Conlaoch is son of Cuchulain and the warrior- 
woman Aoife, who, after seven years, sets out to find his father, 3 
mindful of his mother's commands, — never to give way to any one, 
never to refuse a challenge, never to tell his name. Father and son, 
meeting as strangers, fought a duel. Cuchulain, finding himself being 
worsted, threw the magic spear, Gae Bolg, and slew his only son. Too 
late he recognized him, — according to one account, while spoiling the 
corpse; 4 according to another, by Conlaoch 's action in making himself 
known. Cuchulain long lamented for his son : — 

"I am the father that killed his son, — the fine green branch; 
there is no hand or shelter to help me." • 
Felton Hall, 

Cambridge, Mass. 

1 A different version of this ballad was printed by W. R. Mackenzie, Journal of 
American Folk-Lore, vol. xxv, p. 184. 

1 Lady Gregory, Cuchulain of Muirthemne, pp. 313-319; J. F. Campbell, Popular Tales 
of the West Highlands, vol. iii, pp. 198-199; Hector MacLean, "Conlach," Ultonian Hero- 
Ballads, p. 138; J. F. Campbell, Leabhar na Feinne, " The Death of Conlaoch," pp. 99 ff. 

* Aoife said to Cuchulain, of the son she was to bear him, "On this day seven years I 
will send him to Erin" (E. Hull, The Cuchulain Saga, p. 79). 

4 D'Arbois de Joubainville, Cours de la Litterature Celtique, v, 54. 

'Lady Gregory, I. c, p. 319. 



